Are philosophy of communication and media philosophy the same? If not, what are the differences?
They are closely related but they are not the same. Communication is what we do with media. But there may also be a meaning to the idea of immediate communication, so they are different. We can leave media and words behind and still communicate. The situation is as in the perceptive remark by Chuang Tzu: "The fish trap exists because of the fish. Once you've gotten the fish you can forget the trap. The rabbit snare exists because of the rabbit. Once you've gotten the rabbit, you can forget the snare. Words exist because of meaning. Once you've gotten the meaning, you can forget the words. Where can I find someone who has forgotten words so I can talk with them?" But, as Chuang Tzu himself ironically indicates here, a strict separation is not useful to maintain and would in fact stifle the mind by reifying form and content. I still need words to talk with you. So I take a generalized ontological notion of media to be fundamental for the philosophy of communication. McLuhan was one of the first to see this clearly. But he got his ideas from his deep knowledge of medieval philosophy, especially the Aristotelianism of Aquinas. The forms in Aquinas' realist account of cognition are the basis of McLuhan's account of media. As Aquinas says, understanding requires "expression in another". That is why media are everywhere, but are hard to notice. They disappear in the face of what they themselves evince and so the world autopoietically comes to be in its disclosure, without the need to resort to transcendentalisms of any kind -Kantian, Heideggerian, Wittgensteinian; we are back with Empedocles' sandal. I think the changes that we have seen, and are seeing, are at least as fundamental as the invention of the printing press. Who could have thought, in 1998, that twenty years later the president of the United States would conduct international politics via 280-character messages, broadcast to everyone from his couch, not even spell-checked? On the one hand, we see a level of directness and informality that is unprecedented. McLuhan had something like it in mind with his idea of the global village. It has a very liberating potential, but also, as McLuhan predicted, the potential to dismantle urban freedom and privacy and establish a global world of social control. We have to hear the dark side of "village", too. But what McLuhan missed, because no one could have predicted it, was that this space is not primarily verbal and televised, but written and texted. People read and write more than ever before; we are seeing a true emancipation of the letter! This is perhaps the most fundamental change. The fact that sending letters has become instantaneous creates a whole new dimension in which the distance that writing creates inserts itself into direct communication. Nearness and distance enter into a new constellation, in which each now mediates the other in previously impossible ways; it could, to stay with McLuhan's terms, insert the city back into the heart of the village, so it has a utopian dimension. It is having an influence on our sense of identity and it is spreading like a virus in our institutions. It has tremendous creative potential, and also tremendous destructive potential, as we are seeing with the unexpected developments around fake news and with the imminent collapse of Facebook. Fundamentally communication does not change, however. Fundamentally the embodied dimension of face to face communication also has not changed, nor has the fact that this dimension retains primacy, as an anchor, over other forms of communication. The printing press did not eliminate face to face education, and our technological revolution will also not do that. In fact, as Whitehead pointed out a long time ago, the printing press led to a huge increase in the number of schools and universities. I think we are seeing the same type of development now, and will see more of it when people begin to understand intuitively the way the new media work. We do need new ways of thinking about communication to understand the changed conditions, with their profound effects on social and political institutions, and on the way we experience ourselves. But we also need to continue to reflect on the fundamental dimensions of communication, which have not changed. These are on one hand grounded in our bodily, physical existence and on the other in the way we relate to self and other, where things come into play such as recognition, spontaneity, freedom and expression, creating togetherness and separation, play and creativity, meaning and nonsense, hope and history, listening and speaking, singing and telling -all communicative realities. The fundamental meaning of these things does not change, and it is difficult enough to understand them, and not let surface changes obscure our awareness of them. One way of indicating this level could be to say that, whatever technology or media we use, communication is fundamentally a matter of the word. (As you can see from what I have been saying I take the Christian theology of the incarnate word as a proto-philosophy of communication that is perhaps somewhat lacking in selfunderstanding but has managed to stumble upon something close to the truth.) What is the meaning of that term -"word"? It is, perhaps, more of an open question than ever since the time of Chuang Tzu. For all of these reasons it is true to say that we are living in a time of heightened urgency and opportunity to think again in a fundamental way about communication.
